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 ROML 089H- SEX, SEXUALITY AND THE BODY IN EARLY MODERN 
EUROPEAN LITERATURE 
 
Professor Lucia Binotti 
Office: Dey 334 
Office Hours: MW 12:15-1:15, or by appointment 
Email: lbinotti@email.unc.edu 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
The aim of this course is to explore the cultural constructions of gender and sexuality in 
the literature of Medieval and Renaissance Southern Europe. We will approach questions such as 
the status of women and the context of misogyny, the societal role of same-sex relations, the 
presentation and visualization of sexuality, desire and the body. We will observe the period 
through the lens of 5 overarching themes that recur at different moments and in different texts 
throughout the course: “Sex, beauty and artistic creation,” “Sex, marriage and family,” “Sex and 
religion”, “Sex and science,” “Sex, deviancy and crime.” Using such themes as the framework for 
our interpretations we will read, analyze, and discuss in loose chronological order an array of 
literary works mostly of the Iberian and Italian tradition, from which we will tease out a 
interdisciplinary understanding of the cultural and aesthetic forces that shaped the representation 
of sex and sexual love before the advent of the scientific theories that in turn define modern 
gender and sexuality for us today. This historical approach will offer insights into the shaping of 
our own cultural and personal attitudes. By focusing our attention on the challenged and changing 
meanings of sexuality, this course aims to strengthen your skills of critical analysis.  
 
The course is organized as a seminar and besides critical and analytical skills it fosters inquiry-
based learning and independent research. The reading material has been carefully chosen to fit 
your level of understanding. You are therefore expected to have read, understood, and reflected 
upon the reading material before class. In my role as instructor, I will provide you with 
background information to the readings, make connections, clarify difficult concepts and ideas. I 
will not summarize the texts, since this is part of your job. However, if you do feel that you have 
trouble understanding any section, let me know and we will work through it together. A large 
percentage of the final grade is based on in class participation. In addition we will have five class 
preparation responses (CPR) during the course of the semester that will allow me to follow each 
student’s individual progress. As part of your research you will be working in groups towards the 
organization of a mini symposium, to be held at the end of the semester. During the semester we 
will host several invited lecturers whose research centers on different aspects of sexuality in the 
Early Modern period. Each invited lecture will be treated as one of mine, thus their readings and 
discussion will be part of the contents you are expected to cover in your CPRs. 
 
In this research-exposure course, you will be working with a Graduate Research Consultant, 
Derek Segebarth, who will assist you in the research project.  The GRC Program is sponsored by 
the Office for Undergraduate Research (www.unc.edu/depts/our), and you may be able to use 
this research-exposure course to meet a requirement of the Carolina Research Scholars Program 
(http://www.unc.edu/depts/our/students/students_crsp.html).  I encourage you to visit the OUR 
website to learn about how you might engage in research, scholarship and creative performance 
while you are at Carolina. 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES 
A.  Strengthen your tools of critical analysis by focusing your attention on the different meanings 
of sex, body, and gender as they are expressed in literary texts, and the influence of their 
meanings in history. 
B.  Strengthen your ability to produce clear, concise and potent arguments that include an 
analysis of gender, body, and sexuality and that are based on evidence. 
C.  Strengthen your ability to participate in and cultivate environments of productive dissent and 
experimental thought. 
D.  Develop a deeper understanding of the distinctive constructions of sexuality, body, and gender 
in various historical, cultural and literary contexts and how those constructions transform 
history, culture, and relations of power. 
E.  Develop skills to critically analyze primary sources. 
 
REQUIRED READINGS 
Course pack in Sakai.  
 
COURSE ASSIGNMENTS & RANGE OF WEIGHTS 
The maximum number of percentage points for the course is 100. 
1. Active participation       max 20p 
2. Five class preparation responses (CPR)  @ 5p each  max 25p 
3. In group research poster presentation    max 25p 
4. Final research paper (due on the scheduled final exam day) max 30p 
 
A=94-100 B+=87-89 C+=77-79 D+=67-69 F=below 60 
A-=90-93 B=84-86 
B-=80-83 
C=74-76 
B-=70-73 
D=64-66 
D-=60-63 
 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Class discussion is essential to this course. I will circulate a sign-in sheet at the beginning of each  
class and any student who does not sign the sheet, or arrives after the circulation is complete, 
will be considered absent. I expect that you will actively participate in the conversations and be 
prepared for every class meeting by carefully reading and reflecting on the material. I expect that 
you will challenge the viewpoints of the authors and students in the class, but you must do so in a 
respectful manner. Since some of the issues might be personally sensitive, please monitor how 
you express your point of views. You must also be willing to listen to other’s points without 
taking it personally. The focus should always be on the effectiveness of the arguments. Here are 
the general criteria for your class participation grade: 
 
A = Always prepared and attentive during class, which translates into relevant contributions 
to class discussions, yet not dominating. Often gives accurate statements about the 
material and asks probing questions. 
B = Usually prepared and attentive during class. Contributes to class discussion but not 
consistently. Typically gives accurate observations about the material and occasionally 
asks probing questions. 
C = Somewhat prepared and sometimes inattentive in class. Only occasionally responds to 
questions and unwilling to offer opinions. Often quiet during class discussions. 
D = Often unprepared and inattentive in class. Unable to respond relevantly when asked a 
question. May interrupt and derail class discussions. 
F = Not attending class or seriously derails or interrupts discussions. 
 
CRITERIA FOR CLASS PREPARATION RESPONSES (CPRs), POSTER 
PRESENTATION, AND RESEARCH PAPER  
 
CPRs: During the course, you will need to prepare five short papers (CPR). I will give you a few 
questions to answer on the reading and lectures of the previous five lessons. The questions 
usually involve comparisons, interpretations and/or argumentation. Your responses must be 
concise yet sufficiently explained and will be no more than three pages, double-spaced. The 
purposes of these responses are to motivate you to read more carefully, to focus your attention on 
some of the essential ideas of the reading, and to improve our class discussions. Class 
preparation responses cannot be made up unless there is a compelling excuse. If you miss class, 
it is your responsibility to keep track of when the CPRs are due. 
Here are the general criteria for your CPRs grade: 
A: A factually correct answer that also very effectively argues for a specific interpretation or 
why a comparison or development of a practice, idea, etc can be understood in a certain way. 
The answer discusses important perspectives and shows engagement with or deliberation on an 
issue, beyond what is simply stated in the readings or in the lecture. 
B. Same as above. Except for minor mistakes, the facts are correct. The argumentation is 
thoughtful but somewhat less complete, coherent, or persuasive. 
C. An adequate knowledge of the material is demonstrated along with fair but basic 
argumentation of the issues involved. 
D. Inadequate knowledge and understanding of the material. May include weak argumentation. 
F. Seriously inadequate or wrong answer, cheating (to which I include plagiarism). 
 
Please note that all CPRs are to be submitted electronically. I will not accept hard-copies. 
 
Poster presentation and research paper: At the beginning of the semester I will divide you 
in 5 groups. Each one of these groups will be responsible to work on a “conference panel” 
that will focus on one of the five overarching themes that are at the foundation of the course: 
“SEX, BEAUTY AND ARTISTIC CREATION,” “SEX, MARRIAGE AND FAMILY,” 
“SEX AND RELIGION”, “SEX AND SCIENCE,” “SEX, DEVIANCY AND CRIME.” 
Since unfortunately we don’t have a long enough block of time to organize a full-fledged 
conference with separate sessions, your group will be responsible to prepare a poster session 
on your assigned theme. All five posters will be available concurrently during the last day of 
our class and our audience will be able to circulate from one to the other. Your individual 
work for the session will become a conference paper, i.e., a 20 min. long written talk that 
could potentially be transformed in a publishable paper. Your presentation + paper final grade 
will be based on the academic field’s criteria for innovative scholarship, research rigor, and 
contribution to the field. 
 
 
CLASSROOM PROCEDURES AND MANNERS 
1.   Class begins on time. Make sure you arrive in time. 
2.   You will find yourself becoming excited about the new concepts and activities in this 
course and you will want to add your opinion to the discussions and participate actively. 
Communication with the entire class is expected and participation is encouraged. 
Inappropriate chatting during class, however, is not acceptable because it is impolite to 
those who have the floor and is disruptive. 
3.   Consistent disruptions of class - this includes frequent tardiness - will result in failing 
grades. You may not use cell phones, personal computers or any personal electronic 
device during class unless it is a specified component in the instructional process. All 
devices must be turned off and placed inside of your bag out of view during class. If you 
must have a cell phone on for an emergency purpose it is your responsibility to notify the 
instructor prior to class. 
4.   You will frequently be asked to participate in classroom activities, or to discuss some 
issues with your classmates in small groups. These activities will help you become 
involved in the course and will provide you with food-for-thought for your preparation 
response papers. I am sure that you will find these activities helpful. 
5.   Emergencies occasionally take place in a person’s life. If you have to miss a class, be 
sure to e-mail me promptly. 
 
ATTENDANCE POLICY 
I expect you to attend all classes and to be on time, but there is no penalty for two 
unexcused absences; however, each unexcused absence thereafter will reduce your final 
course grade by one-third of a grade. For example, if you miss three days of class without a 
valid excuse, your final grade for the course will be lowered by one-third of a grade (i.e., 
from a “B+” to a “B”). Excused absences are legitimate, such as illness, family 
emergencies, etc. You must contact me as soon as possible if you miss class. 
 
LATE WORK POLICY 
Unless you have a compelling reason, late work will be penalized one-third of a grade per 
day (e.g., a ‘B’ becomes a ‘B-’). You must talk to me as soon as possible if you are 
unable to complete your work on time. 
 
ROML 089H  
SEX, SEXUALITY AND THE BODY IN EARLY MODERN EUROPEAN 
LITERATURE 
 
Schedule of Classes 
(Given the nature of the seminar, schedule is subject to changes)
Week 
One 
(8/24) 
Introduction and Setting 
 
Wednesday: Course Introduction, Syllabus & Procedures; People’s 
Introductions. 
 
Week 
Two 
(8/29, 
8/31) 
Thinking about Gender and Sexuality in Early Modern Europe 
Monday: A Bit of Theory 
 
The Classics: 
Wednesday: Love and Beauty. Plato, Symposium 
Week 
Three 
(9/7) 
The Classics: 
Wednesday: Schooling Sex. Ovid, Ars Amatoria 
“What Rhymes with Venus?” 
“Ovid’s Afterlife. Mythical Rape and Rape Myths” 
Week 
Four 
(9/12, 
9/14) 
  Monday: Sex, Desire and Storytelling. The 1001 and One Nights 
 
Wednesday: Prof. Glaire Anderson, “Women, Concubines and Eunuchs in 
the Cordoban Court” 
 Week 
Five 
(9/19, 
9/21) 
 
Monday: Sex, Honor and Revenge. Poema de Mio Cid, Afrenta de Corpes 
CPR 1 Due 
 
Wednesday: Prof. Evyatar Marienberg “Jews Have the Best Sex” 
 
 
 
Week Six 
(9/26, 
9/28 
 
Monday: Sex, Literature and Perdition Dante, Divine Comedy 
 
Wednesday: Prof. Shayne Legassie “Troubador Lyrics and Their Influence” 
 
  
Week 
Seven 
(10/3, 
10/5) 
Monday: The Absent Body. Desire and Longing. Petrarch, Canzoniere 
 
Wednesday Prof. Emily Francomano "Taking the Gold out of Egypt: Trade, 
Redemption, and the Economy of Salvation in the Vida de María 
Egipciaca"   CPR 2 Due 
 
 
 
Week 
Eight 
(10/10 
10/12) 
Sex, Satire and Parody 
Monday: The Body in Parts. Beauty and its Reverse. Juan Ruiz, El libro de 
buen amor      
Wednesday: Prof. Frank Domínguez, Carajicomedia 
 
Week 
Nine 
(10/17, 
10/19) 
 
Monday: Sadistic Pleasures? Juan de Flores, Grisel y Mirabella  
 
Wednesday: Break!! 
Week 
Ten 
(10/24, 
10/26) 
 Monday: Wrap up. Museum.  
 
 
Wednesday: TBD 
 
 
 Week 
Eleven 
(10/31, 
11/2) 
Monday: Courtly Sex. Tullia D’Aragona Dialogues on the Infinity of Love 
CPR 3 Due 
Wednesday: Mystical Sex. Prof. Jessica Boon “Gender Fluidity and Mystical 
Texts”  
Week 
Twelve 
(11/7, 
11/9) 
No Class 
 Taming of the Shrew, La Serva Padrona 
Symposium preparation 
  
Week 
Thirteen 
(11/14, 
11/16) 
  
 
Monday: Pornography. Prof. Mary Pardo, Honest/Dishonest, 
Decorous/Indecorous  
 
Wednesday: April Weintritt, Domestic Life in Florence 
 
 
 
 
Week 
Fourteen 
(11/21) 
 
 
Monday: Sex for the Elite. Luis de Góngora Fábula de Polifemo y Galatea 
CPR 4 DUE 
 
Week 
Fifteen 
(11/28, 
11/30) 
 
Monday: Wrap Up: Museum 
Wednesday: Ashley Mattheis 
Week 
Sixteen 
(12/5, 
12/7) 
 
Monday: Symposium workshop 
Wednesday: SYMPOSIUM!!!! 
 
 
 
